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EDUCATION IN FLORIDA, 1821-1829
Writers on the history of education in Florida have
usually passed over the period between 1821 and 1830
with only casual mention. During this decade no public
schools were established in the territory and the records
relating to private schools and libraries are meagre. However, since the educational activities in these years form
the background of the later cultural development, it seems
advisable to gather all available material on the subject
and to attempt to draw a picture as accurate as possible
under the circumstances.
I.

PRIVATE SCHOOLS

It is certain that Florida’s private schools of this
period did not differ essentially from those found in other
parts of the country, although some types of educational
institutions in vogue elsewhere were probably not found
in the territory. This was the time when academies,
Latin Grammar schools, colleges, female “seminaries”,
Lancaster monitorial schools, Fellenberg manual labor
academies, “Sunday” schools, and, of course, private elementary schools flourished in the United States. So far
as can be ascertained no Lancaster or Fellenberg schools,
and no colleges and Latin Grammar schools in the ordinarily accepted sense, were established in Florida before
1830. However, all the others were in existence here.
It is impossible to ascertain whether the inhabitants
of Pensacola or St. Augustine, the only towns of any
size in 1821, had the distinction of establishing the first
educational institution after Spain had relinquished the
territory to the United States in July of that year; but
on September 15, 1821, Henry Hill inserted an advertisement in the Floridian of Pensacola announcing that he
was ready to teach reading, writing, grammar, arithmetic,
and book-keeping, both single and double entry. Although Hill may never have opened his school, he was
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the first of at least six teachers who were in that town
before 1824.
On October 29, 1821, a Dr. Shewe advertised himself as a teacher of French. 1 In February of the next
year,2 I. R. Lane and I. Taylor opened a school in which
they offered to teach “most of the * * * sciences that
are usually taught in the colleges of our country together
with the English, French, and Latin Languages”: In
May of that year,3 we come upon the first reference to the
teaching of music in American Florida, when a Mr.
Scherer asked for students in piano forte and vocal music.
According to an incidental reference, a Mr. Jackson had
school rooms on Baylen St. in July, 1822. 4 All these
schools were temporary affairs, - a fact which indicates
that Pensacola was still a pioneer settlement.
The most interesting educational venture of Pensacola
in the early 20’s was the Sunday School. The sum total
of our knowledge about it is, that it was in existence
during July and August, 1822. We do not know the
name of the teacher, nor the number of pupils enrolled.
We may be fairly certain that its purpose was to give
elementary religious and secular instruction to poor children on Sunday, after the manner of American and
English Sunday Schools of that time. It seems to have
been the only school of the type ever established in
Florida. Its chief sponsor was its secretary, 5 William
Hasell Hunt, the proprietor of the book store and the circulating library, - a man who had been a student at Harvard for three years. All traces of elementary schools in
Pensacola between 1823 and 1830 have disappeared with
two exceptions, - a Mr. Hutt planned to begin an English
school on March 1, 1828,6 and E. T. Garrett opened “a
1
2

Floridian, Nov. 5, 1821.

Ibid, Feb. 4, 1822.
3
Ibid. May 18, 1822.
4
Ibid. July 20, 1822.
5
Ibid. Aug. 10, 1822.
6
Pensacola Gazette, Feb. 29, 1828.
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seminary for the instruction of children in the English
language”.7
Although our first reference to educational activities
in St. Augustine is dated February, 1823, earlier ones
undoubtedly existed, the records of which have been lost.
Between February 1, 1823, and August 19, 1829, schools
and teachers came and went in the town in almost kaleidoscopic manner. James P. Cotter announced on the
former date a "Classical and English School”, “in the
room heretofore appointed for public instruction”.8 P.
Menard was willing in March, 1823,9 to teach the “rudiments of the French Language”, and also “English to
10
the Spaniards”. M. Andrew Burgevin advertised in
August, 1823, his intention of giving instruction in surveying and allied subjects. He also offered to teach
“how to translate any French work in a very short
time”.
The years 1824 and 1825 saw a number of educational innovations in St. Augustine. In April, 1824,
Messrs. Ashman and Hunter opened in Georges Street
a school for the teaching of the branches “of an Academical or Collegiate education”,11 the first of its kind in the
town, so far as is known. Later in the year, a Mr.
Howe started a classical school.12 In 1825 the first of the
teaching preachers, under whose guidance much of the
education of Florida was destined to be conducted for the
next twenty years, appeared in St. Augustine, when the
Rev. Timothy M’Carthy started a “Classical and Philosophical Seminary”. 13 The town’s first ladies’ school was
planned in December, 1825, by Mrs. Perry of Fayetteville, N. C. 14 It may never have been opened, and it
7

Pensacola Gazette, Feb. 10, 1829.
East Florida Herald, Feb. 1, 1823.
Ibid. Mar. 22, 1823.
10
Ibid. Aug. 23, 1823.
11
Ibid. April 3, 1824.
12
Ibid: Dec. 18, 1824.
13
Ibid. July 5, 1825.
14
Ibid. Dec. 6, 1825.
8

9

Published by STARS, 1924

3

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 3 [1924], No. 4, Art. 7

25
certainly was of short duration, as a Mrs. Alexander was
organizing a “Female School” in December, 1826.15
All records relating to the educational progress of St.
Augustine in 1827 and 1828 have been lost except a
statement in a Pensacola newspaper that there were good
schools in the Atlantic sea-coast town in December, 1827,
or January, 1828.16 The references for 1829, however,
have survived. A school for “young gentlemen and
misses” under the superintendence of Mr. and Mrs. Ball
was in operation during the entire year.17 Mrs. Weir was
also giving lessons in piano forte and guitar,18 and Miss
Mackenzie was conducting a girls’ school.19
While Pensacola and St. Augustine were struggling
along in their cultural and economic development, the territorial seat of government was moved in 1824, to a point
about midway between the two places. Middle Florida,
with its centre at the capital city, Tallahassee, attracted
so many settlers that almost one-half of the inhabitants
of the territory were found in 1830 within the borders of
Leon County and the counties immediately adjacent,
Gadsden and Jefferson. In September, 1829, the Tallahassee paper declared that the town with a population of
about one thousand was supporting two private schools
and an academy.20 The former were boarding schools
for ladies, one conducted by Thomas Easton Randolph
and the other by Jane Gray. Both of these teachers gave
prominent Floridians as references, - Randolph using the
name of Francis Eppes,21 a grandson of Thomas Jefferson ;
and Jane Gray referring to Achille Murat,22 the nephew
of Napoleon Bonaparte.
The academy just referred to was the famous Leon
15

East Florida Herald, Dec. 12, 1826.
Pensacola Gazette, Feb. 5, 1828.
Florida Herald, May 6, Aug. 19, 1829; Apr. 20, 1830.
18
Ibid. July 22, 1829.
19
Ibid. Mar. 25, 1829.
20
Floridian and Advocate, Sept. 8, 1829.
21
Ibid. Sept. 22, 1829.
22
Ibid. Oct. 6, 1829.
16

17
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Academy, which. was the chief educational institution of
Florida for several decades, and was, many believe, the
forerunner of the West Florida Seminary, organized in
1857, which in its turn later developed into the Florida
State College for Women. The true history of the beginning of academies in the territory has never been told.
Many writers have assumed that academies were not
started until they had been incorporated by the Legislative Council. If this were true, only two academies had
been established in Florida before 1830, the Webbville
Academy, which received its charter on December 22,
1827,23 and the Union Academy, also in Jackson County,
which was incorporated November 21, 1828. 24 Leon
Academy was not incorporated until February 12, 1831.25
The academies with their boards of trustees and hired
teachers, and their curricula including subjects that
formed the basis of a liberal education, were undoubtedly
the apex of the educational ventures of early American
Florida. The year 1827 seems to have been the time
when they started in the territory although some may
have been in existence in 1826. The first notice of the
Leon Academy is found in the Pensacola Gazette of
March 9, 1827, in which is an advertisement which contains the following : “Now in operation, under the superintending care of the Rev. Henry White, A. M. * * *
It is the design of the Principal, that this institution become permanent, if suitable encouragement be given”.
The design was apparently carried out, as in 1828 the
trustees of the academy at Tallahassee declared that the
principal, William Wilson, was “well recommended and
well qualified to superintend the instruction of the youth”.26
In 1829 the principal, the Rev. Alexander Aikman, was
assisted by Robert Kerr.27
23
24
25

26
27

Acts of the Legislative Council, sixth session, 1827-1828, pp. 7-8.
Acts, seventh session, 1828, p. 247 f.
Acts, ninth session, 1831, p. 86.

Pensacola Gazette, Feb. 8, 1828.
The Florida Advocate, Mar. 14, 1829, June 13, 1829.
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Besides the Leon Academy, at least five others were
established or planned in Florida before 1830, the Pensacola Academy, the Webbville Academy in Jackson
County, the Bonavista Academy on St. Andrews Bay,
the Union Academy in Jackson County, and the Key
West Academy. The first of these was opened not later
than January, 1827, when the Rev. G. Chalon had charge,
assisted by N. Ward. 28 It may have passed out of existence before the end of the year, for no references to
it are found during the succeeding years, although a
Pensacola Academy was incorporated by the Legislative
Council in 1831. 29
Webbville Academy was located at Webbville, a town
about ten miles northwest of the present city of Marianna. The school was opened on February 27, 1827,
and was in charge of Thomas J. Bryan. 30 The moving
spirit of the institution was the president of the trustees,
the Rev. Peter W. Gautier, a Methodist minister, who
had recently come from Georgia. When he moved to St.
Andrews Bay in the summer of 1827, the remainder of
the trustees took charge, and, as we have seen, had the
Legislative Council incorporate it in December of that
year. It is believed that the school was soon permanently
discontinued.
Gautier, ex-Governor John Clark of Georgia, and some
others established Bonavista Academy on St. Andrews
Bay in the summer of 1827. 31 Mr. Wachob of Georgia
was the teacher. Distant from the centers of population,
the school soon died.
The Union Academy, mentioned above as incorporated in November, 1828, may never have been put
into operation. The same was probably the case with
28
29

Pensacola Gazette, May 18, 1827.
Acts, ninth session, 1831, p. 88. In the Pensacola Gazette of

Aug. 10, 1827, it was announced that E. B. Corley had started an
academy. It is not known whether this was a continuation of Chalon’s
school.
30
Pensacola Gazette, June 29, 1827.
31
Ibid. July 6, 1827; Sept. 14, 1827; Feb. 8, 1828.
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the Key West Academy, which was to have been opened
in February, 1829, 32 under the superintendence of Ede
VanEvour, the brother-in-law of Benjamin Edes, on
whose Baltimore press the original edition of the Star
Spangled Banner was printed.
The courses of study offered in the schools before the
advent of the academies ranged, as we have’ seen, all the
way from the “three R’s” to philosophy, astronomy,
chemistry, physics, higher mathematics, and foreign
languages. These last included not only Greek, Latin,
and French, but also Spanish. In this respect, the
schools of Pensacola and St. Augustine were distinctive,
as they emphasized the study of Spanish. This followed
naturally from the large Spanish population in these
towns. Another noteworthy characteristic of the institutions was the stress placed on the so-called practical subjects, even in the “classical” schools. Courses in navigation and surveying were often offered, and sometimes in
bookkeeping. However, the fine arts were not forgotten,
for teachers of both instrumental and vocal music, of
drawing and painting, appeared in St. Augustine and
Pensacola. In Mrs. Alexander’s “Female School” of the
former town, needlework was taught. 33
Beginning with 1827, the curricula of the schools
became more diversified. Thus, the advertisement of
Bonavista Academy in 1827 specifically mentioned three
groups of subjects ; first, spelling, reading, writing and
arithmetic; second, grammar, geography, logic, and
natural philosophy ; third, mathematics and the languages.” Leon Academy under the control of the Rev.
Mr. Aikman in 1829 had four classes, - first, Greek and
Latin languages, mathematics ; second, grammar, geography, etc.; third, writing, arithmetic, etc. ; fourth, spelling and reading.”
32
33
34
35

Key West Register, Feb. 12, 1829.
East Florida Herald, Dec. 12, 1826.
Pensacola Gazette, Sept. 14, 1827.
The Florida Advocate, June 13, 1829.
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The best picture of any school is the one found in the
advertisement of Thomas Easton Randolph’s “Female
Academy” in Tallahassee in 1829. 36 Much of it should
be quoted, as it shows the classes, courses, text-books,
and, to a certain extent, the methods of the leading girls’
school in Florida at that time.
“Class 1. ( Including such as in addition to the more
ordinary studies, attend the highest English studies.)
“Class 2. (Including such as receive instruction in
orthography, Grammar, Arithmetic and Geography.)
‘“Class 3. (Supposed to include very young children,
or such as are taught orthography and reading alone.)
“French Language, Spanish, Drawing and Painting,
Music (Piano).
“English Books used in this school. Walker’s Dictionary (abridged), Ingersoll’s Grammar, Daboll’s Arithmetic, for the first class, Colburn’s first book for the
second class. Woodbridge’s Geography and Atlas for the
second class, Worcester’s for the first. Goldsmith’s Histories of Greece, Rome, and England (Abridged) and
Mayo’s Ancient Atlas. Readings on Poetry by Miss
Edgeworth.
“For the highest English Studies. Conversations on
Natural Philosophy, Conversations on Chemistry, Conversations on Political Economy. Blair’s Lectures.
Watts’ On the Mind, Paley’s Natural Theology and
Paley’s Evidences of Christianity.
“Books used by the French Classes. Wanostrocht’s
Grammar (latest Edition), Nugent’s school dictionary,
Flentz’s Manual, Galatie, Estelle, Gonsalve de Cordoue
or any other of the romances of Florian. Voltaire’s
histories of Charles XII and Pierre le Grand, Chefs
d’Oeuvres Dramatis de Voltaire, Oeuvres de Racine,
Chefs d’Oeuvres de Corneille.
“Books used by the Spanish Classes. Jose’s Grammar
and exercises, Newman’s school dictionary, Colmena Es36

Floridian and Advocate, Dec. 8, 1829.
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panola, Cartas Manuecas, Numa Pompilla, Atala and
Don Quixote.
“Reading aloud, Pemnanship and Composition, will
be required of every pupil above eight years of age,
otherwise the course of studies pursued by each will be
conformed as much as possible to the wishes of the
parents.”
Other school books were offered for sale in Pensacola
in the fall of 1827. 37 Some of the texts in mathematics
were : Jess’, Pike’s, and Root’s Arithmetics, Bonnycastle’s
and Simson’s Algebra, Hutton’s Mathematics, Mackey’s
Navigation, Gummere’s and Flint’s Surveying, and Simson’s Euclid. English books included Campbell’s Rhetoric, Murray’s Grammar, Aesop’s Fables, Walker’s Rhetorical Grammar. Among the histories were found, Goodrich’s History of the United States, Grimshaw’s History
of England, Adams’ and Kennett’s Roman Antiquities,
and Whelpey’s Compendium of History. Ironside’s and
Valpy’s Greek Grammars, Adams’ and Ruddiman’s Latin
Grammars, Ainsworth’s and Entick’s Latin Dictionaries
seem to have been the chief aids in the study of the
ancient languages, while Perrin’s French Grammar and
Fernandez’ Spanish Grammar were used in the study of
modern languages.
Only two items have been discovered that shed any
light on the methods employed in Florida schools before
1830. One of them, the habit of teaching the pupils to
read aloud, may be seen in the advertisement of Randolph’s Tallahassee “Female Academy” quoted -above.
The other was the almost universal custom in the academies of having examinations in every subject at the end
of each quarter or session.
Since the schools were under the control of private persons or corporations, a tuition fee was naturally charged
except probably in the case of the Pensacola Sunday
37
Pensacola Gazette, Dec. 14. 1827. Most of these books were in
common use elsewhere. See Hall-Quest’s The Textbook and Johnson’s Old Time Schools and School-Books.
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School. Unfortunately the meagre records extant give
us insufficient data to draw a general conclusion on the
average amount of the fees. We know that the tuition
fees of Leon Academy in 1827 were ten dollars a session
of five months for the lowest class, fifteen dollars for the
second class and twenty dollars for the third class. 38 The
terms of Bonavista Academy for the same year were
four dollars and a half per quarter for the elementary
class, six dollars for the second class, and eight dollars
for the highest class. 39
It is always interesting to estimate the enrollment in
these schools. Since only one of them, the Leon
Academy, existed for any length of time, we may safely
assume that the income of the organizers was so small
that they soon turned to more profitable employment.
On the other hand, since others immediately took up the
work, it is fair to suppose that there was sufficient demand for schools that led teachers to hope that they
might make a living. Another proof that no institution
ever had a large enrollment in those early days is the
fact that in no instance were more than two teachers required, even in the academies with their fairly numerous
courses.
II.

.

FORESHADOWINGS OF PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Although no public schools were organized before
1830, the leaders of the territory were planning for
them. Soon after Florida was ceded to the United States,
Congress provided that the sixteenth section of each
township should be reserved for school purposes. In
1823 the national government set aside two townships
of land, one in East Florida and one in West Florida, for
establishing seminaries. 40 The members of the third
Legislative Council memoralized Congress to reserve one
38
39

Pensacola Gazette, Mar. 9, 1827.

Ibid. Sept. 14, 1827.
40
U. S. Statutes at Large, III, p. 756.
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or more townshins in the Middle District for the endowment of a university, and unsold lots in Pensacola
and St. Augustine for educational purposes, 41 - a petition
not granted by the government. In 1827 Congress
amended its seminary township act by providing that
the township in East Florida might consist of selected
sections in different parts of the territory. 42
The Legislative Council in 1828 passed a law to provide the machinery for the administration of these lands.
A board of three trustees for each county was to be
appointed for one year by the governor and the council.
These boards were to have charge of all school lands,
which could be leased until Florida became a state. The
money obtained from the seminary lands was to be kept
by the territorial treasurer until provision for its use
should be made by law. The proceeds from the reserved
sixteenth sections should be used for the erection of
school houses in each township and for the education of
the children. 43 No information is available to show
whether buildings were erected under the provisions of
this act, but it is probable that there were no results before the end of our period.
It was apparently deemed unsatisfactory to have the
seminary lands and the public school lands administered
by the same officials. Consequently, the law was amended
the following year so that, while the sixteenth sections
were managed as before, the seminary lands were to be
controlled by a body called the President and Directors
of the Literary Fund. This board consisted of the
governor and two members from each judicial district,
elected annually by the “housekeepers” of the district.
It was to have a yearly meeting, to make reports to the
Legislative Council and to appoint three commissioners
for each county, who would manage all school lands ex41
42
43

Acts, third session, 1824, p. 309.
U. S. Statutes at Large, IV, pp. 201-202.
Acts, seventh session, 1828, p. 247 f.
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cept the sixteenth sections. 44 It is interesting to note
that this Literary Fund board later developed into the
first board of education for the territory of Florida. 45
III.

READING ROOMS, LIBRARIES, AND BOOK STORES

One other phase, the reading done by adults, must
be considered before this picture of early Florida education is complete. Here conditions seem to have been
more encouraging than in the case of the schools. The
book stores, libraries, and reading rooms at times remained in existence for years, and the proprietorship
was infrequently changed. Thus, William Hasell Hunt
started a book store in Pensacola in March, 1822, 46 which
he still operated in March, 1829. 47 He also had a circulating library attached to his store, which, however, had
a more precarious existence, for it was not in continuous
operation. It was open in the spring of 1822, closed at
the beginning of April, 1824, open in November, 1826,
and was permanently closed by Hunt on January 31,
1829. 48 William Wilson conducted a circulating library
in Tallahassee in 1829. 49 A reading room, owned by L.
Patrick, was in existence in Pensacola in 1822. 50 St.
Augustine had in 1825 a rather pretentious reading room
with a small library as an additional feature. 51
In addition to these public libraries there were undoubtedly many private libraries in the homes of the
better class of people, but here we have hardly anything
more than surmises, as only one reference is found to a
private library. In 1827 the home of Joseph M. White,
the territorial delegate to Congress, was ransacked by
44
45

46
47

48

Acts, eighth session, 1829, p. 157 f.
Acts, ninth session, 1831, p. 15 f.

Floridian (of Pensacola), Mar. 23, 1822.

Pensacola Gazette, Mar. 3, 1829.

All this information comes from the issues of the Pensacola
Gazette.
49
Floridian and Advocate, Sept. 15, 1829.
50
Floridian, June 1, 1822.
51
East Florida Herald, Feb. 8, 1825.
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thieves. The following books were missing: one volume
of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, one
volume of Hume’s History of England, one volume of
Shakespeare, one volume of Tacitus, four volumes of
Select Speeches, three volumes of De Ritz’s Memoirs,
and two volumes of Leland’s Demosthenes. 52
The books in circulating libraries and book-stores
should be a fair criterion of what the reading public demanded. The Pensacola Circulating Library had on its
list in 1822 the novels, Kelroy, and The Pirate, and
Brydon’s Tour Through Sicily and Malta. 53 Among fiction writers Scott was apparently the most popular, as
Hunt’s store in 1827 offered for sale the latest novels
by that author, although those other favorites of the early
part of the nineteenth century, Mrs. Radcliffe and Jane
Porter, were also represented in The Mysteries of
Udolpho and Thaddeus of Warsaw and other works.
Robinson Crusoe and Arabian Night's Entertainments
were then as now, found in the book stores. Poetry
filled a proportionately larger space one hundred years
ago. Hunt’s store lists, among others, Byron’s and
Pope’s works, Milton’s Paradise Lost, Cowper’s Task,
and Moore's Lalla Rookh. The section of children’s
books included Lives of George Washington, Putnam,
Moreau, and a History of William Tell.
Hunt’s list was well balanced as it contained many
volumes of a more serious nature. Besides the school
books mentioned above, it had Smith’s Wealth of Nations,
Hallam’s Middle Ages, Robertson’s Charles V, Trumbull’s United States, Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the
Roman Empire, and Allen’s American Revolution. 54
Even heavier were the volumes loaned by private individuals to the St. Augustine Reading Room in 1825, for
52
53

Pensacola Gazette, July 6, 1827.
Ibid. May 10, 1824.

54
All the titles mentioned up to this point are found unless otherwise noted, in a full page advertisement in the Pensacola Gazette of

Dec. 14, 1827.
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example, Cleveland’s Mineralogy, Parke’s Chemical Essays, Malthus On Population, and Seybert’s Statistics. 55
This reading room also contained an unusually extensive list of periodicals and newspapers, such as the
Edinburgh Review, Quarterly Review, Westminster Review, North American Review, Sporting Magazine,
National Intelligencer, New York Evening Post, Niles
Weekly Register, and Charleston Courier.
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
Educational activities in Florida before 1830 consisted of courageous pioneer efforts to start private
schools and academies, of initial plans to start public
schools, and of public and private libraries and reading
rooms for the self-education of the territory’s reading
public. These ventures did not differ essentially from
those found in the states at that time, except in size.
They may seem puny, petty, and almost hopeless in many
cases, but the future undoubtedly seemed encouraging
to the inhabitants when they considered that Florida had
less than thirty-five thousand people in 1830 and that
most of these had arrived in the territory within the
preceding eight years. Viewed in this light, these beginnings seemed prophetic of great future cultural development.
J AMES O. K NAUSS .
[N O T E . The above article is intended to be a study
supplementary to Cochran’s History of Public School
Education in Florida (State Department of Education,
Tallahassee, 1921). The most powerful of all adult
educative influences, the newspapers, will be discussed
in a separate monograph. P. F. Finner, professor of
education in the Florida State College for Women, and
A. H. Roberts, Tallahassee, one of the leading authorities on territorial Florida history, have read the article
and helped the author to correct those errors that often
creep into a paper of this nature.]
55

East Florida Herald, Feb. 8, 1825.
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